Abstract-As the number of online programmes on offer in higher educational settings, continue to increase, there is a wealth of research evidence which highlights the benefits to be gained from teaching and learning through virtual learning environments and online communities. Past reports on the positive influence online communities have on both socialization and learning outcomes recognizes the value of such work. Yet many questions remain on the viability and veracity of online learning, particularly from the learner perspective. This study seeks to gain insights into learners' perceptions of online learning. Fifty (50) participant teachers, currently undertaking online modules as part of their Postgraduate Masters of Education programme in one Teacher Educational Institution in Scotland, were surveyed to ascertain and identify motivational factors which they believed made working online successful and their perceived barriers to success as based on their range of online learning experiences. Results of the study indicated that most learners valued independence and ownership of working practices; the importance of tutor support and meaningful relevant materials; the need for easy module access and design including helpful time frames; the relevance of sharing professional practice in an online community and sited these reasons for the success of their online learning experience. Participants indicated the barriers to successful online working to be problems with self motivation; difficulties in coping with technical problems and professional time constraints; anxiety with a lack of personal contact and a sense of frustration, when certain students did not always contribute to the work of the online community.
INTRODUCTION
What makes working within online learning environments, in online communities successful? What are the perceived barriers or challenges to effective learning and teaching in this way? Answers to these questions, among others, are gaining an increasing importance as Internet technologies become more readily available and accessible, in formal and informal contexts [1] Hofmann (2002) . The number of students being exposed to online working in Higher Educational Settings is on the increase. The University of Illinois for example, admitted over 1,000 students to online programmes from various states and foreign countries by the close of 2002 [2] Santovec (2003) . Many universities worldwide are now offering entire degree programs online across a range of subjects. In addition to programs and courses, most universities students now require access to basic course information on line [3] Leonard and Guha (2001) . There is an expectation that, as a minimum, web based course administrative information will be available online.
As the ICT skills base of undergraduate students build with time there is an increased demand for new ways of learning through the development of virtual learning environments. Steadily more practicing teachers are returning to Higher Education, on a part time basis, to boost skills and qualifications and are themselves partaking in learning in such ways. The imminent introduction of the world's first and largest educational intranet (Glow) into Scottish schools brings with it a new way of working for teachers in schools and introduces them for the first time to working with their pupils through such virtual learning communities. An incentive has been provided therefore to investigate the answers to the above questions in a Higher Education setting and to share findings locally with colleagues in the primary and secondary educational sectors and with those in the academic field.
Although the increasing online access to programs, modules, and course information is exciting few studies have detailed the learners' perspectives of online learning. Online courses are designed and implemented in response to the constant growth of the web. This may of course also change the students' perceptions of their online experience.
In this study, in the main, it is hoped to explore the learners' views of what makes learning online successful. The researcher sought to investigate perceptions of the factors which contributed to participant's successful learning and communication and what specifically did not and what had therefore brought them to the programme being studied. The sample under investigation focuses on practicing teachers from the secondary sector of education in Scotland working at a distance for postgraduate certification. The study begins with a review of the literature related to online learning, considers the methodology used followed by a discussion of the results. Finally, implications and suggestions for further research are presented.
II. LITERATURE REVIEW
The literature related to online learning has expanded considerably in the last 10 years. The review that follows focuses on literature related to the learner's experience, particularly the learners' perspectives of strengths and weaknesses related to online learning.
A. Perceived strengths of online learning
Few studies have explored learners' perspectives of online learning particularly in terms of perceived strengths and weaknesses. The convenience of when students were able to work online and post messages to each other was an advantage identified in the literature. For example, in [4] Poole's (2000) study of student participation in a discussion-oriented online course, the results indicated that students participated in online discussions at times most convenient to them, such as at the weekends and holidays. Poole also found that students mostly accessed course materials from their home computers, the place most convenient to them. Similar results have been found by other researchers in their study of communication conventions in instructional electronic chats. Participants indicated they read and responded to comments in online discussions at times convenient to them -early/morning/ late/evening. Time to reflect and reply to messages also appeared to be important. In [5] Vonderwell's (2003) study, the author interviewed 22 students in regards to their perceptions of their asynchronous online learning experiences. Some participants expressed that the asynchronous environment allowed them to write carefully about their ideas. For example, one participant stated: "the discussion questions were not just for writing the answers; they required reflection" [5] Vonderwell (2003 p.86). In a study done by [6] Petrides (2002), he interviewed learners to obtain their perspectives on online learning. His investigation focused on a class in a higher education setting which regularly met and in addition used online technology as a supplement. When interviewed, some participants indicated that they tended to think more deeply about the subject areas when responding in writing in the set asynchronous discussion spaces as compared to giving verbal responses. They explained that they were able to continually reflect upon each other's thoughts because of the public and permanent display of the discussion postings. One participant stated: "There is something that forces you to think more deeply about subject areas when you have to respond in writing" [6] Petrides (2002, p.72). Another participant supported this, indicating that the online learning environment allowed more reflection than might occur for some individuals in face-to-face classroom discussions. Other research studies reported similar findings to those of [6] Petrides' (2002) and [5] Vonderwell's (2003), reporting participants' perspectives that thoughtful and responsible comments are fostered by asynchronous online technologies. [7] Chizmar and Walbert (1999) found that the public display of online discussions made learners more careful in posting their comments. Participants indicated there were several reasons for the careful posting, with one of the primary factors being that they knew it was there for the entire class, and indeed the world, to read [7] Chizmar and Walbert (1999). Having one easily accessible work place is another reported strength of online learning. [6] Petrides (2002); [8] Schrum (2002) stated that "participants reported it was easier to work in collaborative groups in an online course without rearranging everyone's plans as one might do in a traditional face-to-face course". In addition to access with time, choices related to the learning experience were also reported as positive. Participants in the [7] Chizmar and Walbert (1999) study indicated that the ability to freely pick and choose from the menu of diverse learning experiences enabled them to find the approaches that best fit the way they learn.
B. Perceived weaknesses of online learning
Several weaknesses related to online learning were also described in the literature. Difficulties with a sense of community and or feelings of isolation were among the barriers and challenges learners reported in their online learning experiences. [5] Vonderwell (2003) reported that online learning participants indicated a lack of connection with the tutor, especially 'one-on-one' relationship with the tutor. As stated by one participant in the study, "1 still feel like I know a little bit about my tutor, but not the same way that I would if I was in a face to face situation.
I don't know much about their personality at all" (p. 83).
Other studies found similar results. For example, [9] Woods' (2002) reported that online learners reported feeling isolated from the university system as well as other learners in the online courses they had taken. A perceived level of expertise of peers is another weakness identified in online learning studies and may be related to the lack of formation of a true sharing online learning community. Participants in [6] Petrides' (2002) study reported skepticism of their peers' supposed expertise. In contrast, the participants indicated they felt comfortable relying on the tutor's expertise. Response time from the tutor also caused angst. For example, in [5] Vonderwell's (2003) study, one reported disadvantage of an online course was the delay of immediate feedback from the tutor. One participant in the study stated that when he emailed a question to the instructor, "it might take hours, maybe a day or so before you get an answer back for the question" [5] Vonderwell, (2003, p.84). General unhappiness with the delay in responses from fellow participants also came to the fore. In [6] Petrides' (2002) study, some participants reported they felt a lack of immediacy in responses in the online context in comparison to what could typically occur in a structured face-to-face class discussion. This appears to be especially obvious in asynchronous online discussions when students have to wait for others to read and respond back to their discussion board postings or e-mail messages.
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RESEARCH QUESTION AND METHOD
The purpose of this study was to investigate the factors which participants recognize as helpful in the learning process and which contributed to successful learning in online learning environments and those that learners identified as challenging and therefore causing barriers.
Two primary research questions guided this research:
What are the factors for successful working in online learning environments as recognized as helpful and motivational in the learning process? What are the barriers of online learning environments that learners identified as challenging?
A. Sample
The participants in the study sample were drawn from practicing secondary teachers who worked on online modules as part of a post graduate programme which sits within the Masters in Education provision in an Initial Teacher Education institution in Scotland. Eighty learners (80) on this programme were contacted by e-mail by the Programme Secretary and asked to voluntarily participate in this study. Only she knew the identity of the participants who were thereafter referred to by individual number. A questionnaire was issued electronically which also asked learners to provide additional contact information if they were willing to participate further in a telephone interview. Fifty participants (n= 50) responded to the questionnaire (62.5%) and respondees were asked to sign the standard research consent form. Thirty three participants volunteered to participate in the follow-up telephone interview. The researcher interviewed participants on an individual basis to gather more indepth information. All the participants in the study had taken at least one module which was delivered purely online and most had experienced face to face teaching with the same tutor team. Forty (80%) of the surveyed participants had taken more than one online module and ten (20%) were first-time online learners. All of the participants were aged from 20 to 50 and were classed as midterm educational professionals within the secondary sector. There were forty one (82%) females and nine (18%) males in the sample. Of the thirty three participants interviewed, the following reasons were given for being initially drawn to the programme: it was recommended from a member of school staff i.e. Continual Professional Development coordinator, Head Teacher or Faculty Head (42%), from the university or programme web site (39%), through an information leaflet circulated within their school (36%) or by personal recommendation from someone on the programme or who has done the programme (24%). For the initial impressions of the programme (see Table 3 ) (n=50).
The researcher ascertained the previous experiences and skills of the sample group before taking the online programme under investigation. Both in Information and Computing Technology (ICT) ( Table 1 ) (n=50) and the level to which participants had taken part in Continual Professional Development (CPD). (Table 2 ) (n=50). 
B. Assumptions and limitations
Assumptions associated with this research included that each participant would be honest in recording a response and that the participants were representative of online learners at the institution where the research was conducted and that they were generally representative of the learner population involved in an online learning environment at postgraduate level globally.
There were a few limitations associated with the research. One limitation was that the participants were determined by using purposeful sampling, with a focus on postgraduate students within a chosen programme.
Generalization cannot be expected or assumed therefore.
Another limitation relates to the validity and reliability of the survey. While the questionnaire is based on questions arising from the literature and was piloted prior to wide distribution, formal validity and reliability tests have not yet been performed.
C. Data collection
The study adopted mixed research methodology using both quantitative (predominately closed response questionnaire) and qualitative (interview) data collection methods. By using multiple sources for data collection, the researcher was able to use different data sources to triangulate, validate and crosscheck findings. The questionnaire, completed around spring of 2013, was comprised of a set of 33 questions including learner experience with the use of information, computer technology (ICT) and previous continual professional development (CPD) experiences, perceived challenges, and helpful factors which contributed to participant's online experiences. The questionnaire items were based on insights gained from review of the literature and piloted initially with 10 volunteers in order to validate the initial pilot research questions. Revisions were made based on the feedback from the sample prior to full implementation. The researcher subsequently interviewed participants who volunteered to participate in a follow-up telephone interview. Interviews were conducted to obtain more indepth information in regard to learner perceptions of online learning and to glean any further advice they may have on improvements which might be made on the programme in general and for new online learners in particular. Data from the interviews were used to substantiate and extend results from the questionnaire.
The data collection process had ended by mid April 2013.
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D. Data Analysis
Analysis of the data focused, in the main, on the two areas addressed in the research questions: learners' perceived helpful components in online learning and learners' perceived challenges in online learning. Organization and analysis of the questionnaire data were completed by using SNAP 9 Professional (software produced by Tidestone Technologies and used to create the online questionnaire). The entire questionnaire data set was entered into the program. Subsequent analysis of the data occurred by identification of specific survey questions and further analysis. Qualitative data analysis consisted of coding the interview transcripts. A number of strong themes emerged from both questionnaire and interview analysis. Nine (9) were identified suitable for coding. Coding was first completed by the researcher. The researcher then met with one other, compared coding evidence and discussed ideas further in order to reconcile differences and identify final overall themes and patterns. Themes and patterns were then compiled according to the research questions. Results from the analysis are discussed in the following sections.
IV. FINDINGS
Findings indicate several trends in overall components perceived as motivational success factors and barriers which confront learners in online learning contexts.
A. What makes a learner successful in an online environment? Findings of this study indicate that the majority of the participants identify the following areas as helpful in their online learning: 1) independence and ownership of working practices, 2) tutor support, 3) meaningful relevant materials, 4) course access and design including helpful time frames and 5) sharing professional practice. (see Table 4 ) (n=50).
When asked to put a value to on online learning on a 5 point scale where 5 was excellent participants scored as follows: 5 (24%), 4 (48%), 3 (24%), 2 (3%) and 1 (0%). When asked if they enjoyed online learning 96% of the participants scored yes. Participants who were interviewed were asked about using online learning and discussion in their own teaching practices in the future and reported as follows: learning communities could be used for doing homework and assignment tasks from home (24%), participants saw potential in using such teaching and learning pedagogy through *Glow (21%), for pupil revision (12%), 6% considered online learning and discussions could be easily used for subject specific tasks in science and modern language, use of learning communities was suggested for pupil/ teacher online forums (3%), as a means to allow pupils to work at their own level (3%), some interviewees suggested use of online working in the event of staff illness (3%).
99% of those interviewed would recommend this way of working to others and 96% reported that they enjoyed working online.
Additional strengths and helpful factors were identified from analysis of the online questionnaire. Convenience and flexibility were main strengths of online learning indicated in the data. Participants reported that it was helpful not to have to travel into the centre and in fact for some, for example for one student in Grand Canarias and another working in Dubai, travel was totally impossible.
Working from home at a time which suited personal family circumstances and professional teaching preparation and was also valued highly. The ability to complete online module reading, tasks and assignments at anytime was another reported strength. The majority did however appreciate being given helpful time frames. Modules were designed in **WebCT. Tools such as discussion boards, e-mail and WebCT chat rooms were the primary forms of communication in the online modules taken by the participants. Reviews of the use of such technologies were mixed by interview participants. Gains were however recognized in professional knowledge and understanding where 84% of participants agreed or strongly agreed while 79% agreed or strongly agreed that development of intellectual and professional skills had taken place through online learning and discussion. Participant number 2 suggested that online line learning was lively and interesting 'There was never a dull moment'. 
B. What creates barriers or challenges?
Many participants in this research study reported problems with 1) self motivation, 2) coping with technical problems, 3) professional time constraints, 4) a lack of personal contact and a sense of frustration when certain students did not always contribute to the work of the online community and are expressed in Table 5 next (n=50).
7 Overall, 22% of questionnaire respondents agreed or strongly agreed with the statement that there were real disadvantages to working online.
One of the biggest challenges reported by study participants focused on dealing with technical problems (27%). The concern over technical problems was also reflected across most interviews. Participant number 15 commented on the technical problems, stating that participants need to 'be prepared that there are times when you have technical difficulties and you can't really do anything about that'. Technical problems were more significant for some participants than others. This may have been related to initial ICT skills, confidence and expertise. Participant number 6 blamed the 'erratic behaviour of computers at times (or is it the person who works them)'. Participant number 3 suggested that 'technical aspects, equipment and ICT skills were a perhaps a barrier for some'.
Participants who were, in general, less satisfied with online learning as compared to traditional face to face teaching felt a lack of community spirit within the online environment discussion area and they suggested that frustration felt with those who did not play their part in discussion was a definite challenge for some people on online courses. Participant number 1 stated 'When participants do not contribute to discussion tasks it leads to frustration from those who are waiting to get on or get their comments'. They continued, 'Faceless people, are easier to deal with but it can make the course a bit impersonal. ' The concern over a lack of community was also expressed in the interviews. Interview participants indicated that they felt the formation of a community in an online course could occur if the tutor facilitated this notion to begin with until people had time to bond into effective learning communities and suggested this may be one reason for the lack of self motivation as reported by 30% of participants interviewed. Participant number 7 commented 'Online learning suits self motivated individuals' and participant number 12 suggested 'Without a class to attend there is an issue of motivation.' They continued, 'You are also relying on other students to keep the discussion active'.
V. DISCUSSION
This study focused on participant's perceptions of helpful and motivational factors and barriers in online learning environments. Issues identified as helpful and hindering in this study were similar to that identified in previous research.
It was clear that participants laid great value on their ability to work independently within set parameters and the accommodation of individual work patterns was noted and appreciated. Participants felt a sense of ownership and independence as online learners, no longer requiring permission to get out of school to attend face to face incentre modules. More and more now self-fund. Working practices were reported to be built round family and other professional teaching commitments, time and cost of traveling was negated and participants could work from their home or place of work as required, where ever and at whatever time they wished. Some participants worked predominantly at weekends or during holidays for example.
The importance of tutor support was very apparent in building confidence in the use of technology, allowing participants to express themselves through discussion board messaging and driving the creation of online bonding and subsequently sharing of professional practice within online learning communities.
Other issues related to tutor and technical support were highlighted as useful. In general these were related to technological experience and comfort level. [10] Hooper and Riebet (1995). Indeed, previous research related to web-based learning has also indicated the importance of this factor [11] Hill (2002) . How to best facilitate the building of skills and comfort remains a challenge for facilitators and learners. It would appear that the speed of response to learners by the tutor in overtaking computer based problems significantly helped to support participants and may have served to overcome reported issues of lack of self-motivation. Technical problems have long created challenges with the use of technology for learning. Indeed, it is important to minimize the issues as much as possible from the beginning of the learning experience. This has been accomplished in a variety of ways, including providing overviews of the tools used for the module and the issue of simplified tutorial packs to be used by participants to self support in the online learning experience. It is also equally important to help learners understand that problems are going to occur-and most likely at the most inconvenient time [11] Hill (2002) . Facilitators can help ease the stress by letting learners know at the beginning of the course that they understand problems will occur. Learners can help ease their own stress by recognizing that problems can occur and for example making back-up copies to help facilitate their work.
Although professional time constraints were flagged up as a barrier (time being a precious resource for practicing teachers) there was considerable support for the use of time frames. Participants could thereby check expected progress through module materials and tasks and this would appear to have supported feelings of reassurance. Time management was identified as useful for online learning. This study reinforces the importance of time management strategies for assisting with the online learning process. [11] Hill's (2002) research indicates that implementing strategies such as working at the same time and in the same space can have an impact on the success of the online learning process. She also suggests that a regular schedule be established for engaging in the dialogue that occurs in an online context. According to Hill, by putting into place basic time management strategies, learners can improve their overall online learning experience.
Several other barriers were identified as challenging for online learning. Working alone, lack of community, or angst with those who are perceived not to pull their weight in an online setting is not a new criticism voiced by learners, nor is it a new challenge in the literature. Research studies have shown the importance of sense of community in participants' learning experiences. For example, in [15] Rovai's (2002) study, the author studied 314 students who were enrolled in 26 graduate education and leadership online courses taught via Blackboard.com e-learning system. The results of the study indicated a significant relationship between learners' perceived sense of community and perceived cognitive learning. The stronger the online learners' sense of community, the less isolated they felt and the more effective professional sharing can take place. Given that sense of community continues to be an issue indicated as important in this study, such warrants further exploration as well as the creation of processes to enable the connections to occur.
It was apparent that the skills of the tutor are paramount here.
Finally, the relevance of module materials to chalk face practice was flagged up as a motivating factor. Easy access and clearly understandable module design were some of main factors identified as helpful for online learning. Designers have devoted decades of research and development to create models and processes to assist with instruction [12] Dick et al. (2000); [13] Smith and Ragan (2000). It is not overly surprising therefore that these factors were brought forward by this study. As stated by [14] Dempsey and Van Eck (2002), it takes good design to make good online instruction. The challenge that remains is one of examining the current models and processes that exist for face-to-face instruction and see how well they work for online instruction and therefore how they might be adapted.
In addition to discussing specific challenges with interviewees and through triangulation with data collected from end of module evaluations, several suggestions for tutors teaching online courses and for prospective online learners were collected. A factor that emerged for all was organization. Organization on the part of the tutor should include establishing goals from the beginning of the course, providing explicit directions, providing examples of final summative assessment, and establishing a time frame of clear deadlines. Participants should also work to maintain organization by setting a schedule and making the course web site a part of their daily activities.
V1. CONCLUSIONS
The current study offers several implications for practice and research. There is clearly a need to establish a sense of independence on the part of the learner for online courses. The materials being studied should support a good balance between theory and practical hands on practice within the participant's own school setting. Access to online work and speed of support given by the tutor is essential to effective bonding and professional sharing in online learning communities. There should be support not only on the technological aspects of the course, but also on setting expectations for the learners. Furthermore, there is a need to work with learners to assist them in the development of time management strategies. Online courses are dynamic on multiple levels: information is received in a variety of formats and at different times. When learners are accustomed to learning in more static, real-time contexts, this can create 9 significant time management issues. Assisting learners in establishing strategies for managing their time may prove to be useful.
Finally, there is a need to work with learners to assist them with establishing community or feelings of connection in online contexts. Integrating strategies for community building into the design of the course may assist with this effort. Continued research related to community building strategies in a variety of contexts is also needed to enable the advancement of best practices in the dynamic context of the web.
The growth of the Internet and online learning will continue, and as indicated in this study, it will come with challenges. Individuals engaged in an online programme may have different qualities for a successful online environment or elements that they see as barriers to their progress in online working. Each experience will be unique to the individual. As educators and participants become more comfortable and adept at communicating and learning at a distance, it will remain imperative that the best practices associated with these learning environments continue to be explored. 
